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C

4. After sanding all the surfaces on the sides of 
the tray, lay the parts flat and use clear tape to hold 
the parts together while you spread glue in the joints 
and grooves. Wrap the parts around the bottom 
panel and apply additional layers of tape to pull the 
joints tight (photo  C  ).

5. Use the miter-key jig on the tablesaw to cut 	
key slots on the upper edges of each corner. As in 
making the simple box on p. 4, I used wider keys 
at the top of the box and narrower keys just below 
them (photo  D  ).

6. Make tray supports to fit the sides of your 
box from 1⁄8-in.-thick walnut cut to the length of 
the inside of the box sides. Fit the supports in the 
grooves, but don’t glue them in place yet. You’ll need 
to remove the supports later to add or remove the 
interior dividers.

B

Cut key slots Use the miter-key jig to cut miter-key slots on the 
trays. Clamp a stop block in place to control the location of the key slots.

D
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A

The dividers on this box are made 
using imple interlocking half-lap joints. To avoid 	
an unsightly intersection between parts, I make 	
one set from slightly wider stock than the other. 
Using the crosscut sled with a stop block clamped 
in place makes this work easy and accurate.

1. Cut the parts to the required length using the 
crosscut sled and stop block.

2. Set the blade height at one-half the width of 	
the narrower stock and cut the half laps. Keep the 

Make the dividers
stock tight against the stop block throughout the 
cut. If the cut is too tight, bumping the stop block 
very lightly following your first set of cuts can help 
you to get a perfect fit (photo  A  ).

3. Cut the parts for the tray divider next and 	
use the same technique for fitting the half-lap 
joints. Because this divider is made with only a 	
single center divider, I made it thicker to minimize 
wiggle and poor fit in the crosspieces. Shift the 
position of the stop block to widen the cut 	
as required (photo  B  ).

Make dividers 
Use the crosscut 
sled on the tablesaw 
to cut interlocking 
half-lap joints in the 
dividers. If the stock 
is slightly thicker than 
your blade, adjust the 
stop block and take a 
second pass to widen 
the cut.

Make tray dividers 
Making dividers to fit a wider 

central divider for the tray takes 
two stop blocks on the sled. 
Move the stock between the 

stop blocks to make the wide 
cut. The wide central divider 

gives additional strength to the 
short dividers, making edge 

strips unnecessary.

B
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Ease hinge installation 
with a flipping story stick
Installing brass hinges is the part of 

box making that many woodworkers dread. After 
working on all the finer points of making a box, 
putting the object of your efforts at such risk can 
cause anxiety for even the most experienced box 
maker. The technique I use for cutting hinge mor-
tises evolved over time in my shop and was inspired 
by the general level of frustration that hinges have 
always caused me. Using this method, the process 
is much more accurate and predictable—even fun. 
It all starts with what I call a “flipping story stick.” 
Although most systems of hinge installation require 
careful measuring, using this system you won’t even 
need a ruler to get accurate results.

1. Cut a piece of scrapwood on the tablesaw to 	
the exact length of the box. Then make a series of 
cuts at the hinge location on the story stick, trim-
ming away more and more stock until the width of 
the recess perfectly fits the hinge you plan to use 	
on your box (photo  A  ).

Making a story stick 
for hinges Use the table-
saw and crosscut sled to nibble 
away a space in the story stick 
for the hinge to fit. You can start 
with careful measuring if you 
prefer, but this process can be 
done entirely by trial and error 
and the feel of the fit.

A perfect fit A story stick with a well-fitted recess 
will hold the hinge securely as you slide it into place.

2. Check the fit of the hinge in the finished 
recess. A perfect fit will hold the hinge in place 
despite the pull of gravity. Shake the stick, how-
ever, and the hinge will fall out (photo  B  ).

B

A
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3. Place the hinge on the router table and observe 
carefully as you raise the height of the cutter. The 
height of the cutter should be just under half the 
thickness of the closed hinge. I use a 3⁄16-in. solid 
carbide spiral-fluted cutter to get the best results 
(photo  c  ).

4. Use the story stick to help position the stop 
blocks on the router fence so that they control the 
movement of the lid and base. This type of hinge 
requires a portion of the barrel to be exposed to keep 
the back of the box from binding as the lid is opened. 
On standard butt hinges, just over half the barrel 
needs to be exposed, but on these hinges with a 
built-in stop, nearly the whole hinge barrel should 
be exposed at the back of the box to allow for proper 
movement. The position of the fence controls how 
much of the hinge barrel will be exposed on the back 
of the box. Rotate the cutter as the stop blocks are 
put in place. The bit needs to be at the widest point of 
its cut where it touches the story stick (photo  d  ).

Set up the router table Raise the height of 
the cutter so that it is just under half the thickness of 
the closed hinge. Take care not to rout too deep, as it 
causes the lid to bind at the rear of the box and not 
close fully at the front.

Set up the stop blocks The story stick 
helps you set stop blocks to control the travel 
of the lid and base on the router table. For this 
process to be accurate, the story stick needs to be 
exactly the same length as the box lid and sides.

Rout the first 
hinge mortise  
To prevent tearout, start 
by lowering the lid over 
the cutter with the lid 
held tightly against the 
left stop block. Then move 
the lid back and forth 
between the stops to form 
the mortise for the hinge. 
Make the same cuts on 
the base of the box.

C

D

E
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Check your work As you see here,  
routing leaves a round-cornered mortise, which 
should be squared off with a chisel before the  
hinges are installed.

5. To rout the first hinge mortise, hold the work-
piece tight against the left stop block as it is lowered 
over the cutter. This drills the edge of the mortise 
rather than allowing the rotation of the cutter to 
tear out the back edge (photo  e  ). This technique 
does require a little practice—it’s helpful to test this 
technique with two pieces of scrapwood before you 
try it for the first time on your actual box. Rout 
both the lid and the base using the same setup 
(photo  f  ).

6. This is where the flipping story stick gets its 
name. Flip the story stick over to guide the setup 
of the stop blocks you’ll need to rout the matching 
mortises. This setup calls for exactly the same	
process used to cut the first mortises. The results 
are well-fitted hinge mortises that are perfectly 
symmetrical on the lid and base of the box	
(photos  G  &  h  ).

Reposition the stop blocks To locate the 
stop blocks for your second mortises, flip the story 
stick over and use it to adjust the stop blocks to 
their new locations. Using this method, the second 
mortise will be a perfectly symmetrical mirror image 
of the first.

Double-check the fit The finished hinge mortises 
should fit perfectly. If the fit is a bit tight, minor chiseling 
will work out the kinks.

G

H

F
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Install  
the hinges
The hinges used in this box are Brusso 

brass hinges with a built-in 95-degree stop, mak-
ing lid supports unnecessary. When installing the 
hinges, be sure to predrill the holes and to use bees-
wax to lubricate the brass screws.

1. Use a vix bit to predrill the holes for the hinges. 
If you don’t have a vix bit, use an awl to mark the 
centers of the hinge holes, then predrill using a drill 
bit or a nail sized to fit the screws (photo  a  ).

2. Apply a dab of beeswax to the screw threads 
and use a hand-powered Phillips-head screwdriver 
to drive the screws into place.

Final finishing steps
The Danish oil finish can be applied  
either before or after the hinges are mounted in 
place. Regardless of your choice, there are a few 
things to do after the box is finished and the hinges 
are in place. Glue the decorative lid panel in place 
using construction adhesive like Liquid Nails® or 
Leech® F-26. These adhesives work despite the 
presence of an oil finish and allow the decorative 
panel to be finished evenly on both sides prior to 
installation. A small bead of glue applied around 	
the perimeter of the panel should be enough to 
secure it permanently in place.

The same adhesive will also work to affix the 
mirror inside of the lid frame. In gluing the mirror 
in place, take advantage of gravity to hold the mir-
ror in place as the glue sets. Simply apply a small 
amount of adhesive to the back of the mirror and 
press it in place, then turn the box upside down 
while the glue sets.

As a last step, slide the dividers in place and then 
slip the tray support into the grooves cut on the 
inside surfaces of the box. None of these need to be 
glued in place, allowing them to be removable for 
easy removal of the interior dividers.

Predrill and install the screws Use a vix 
bit to predrill holes for the brass screws. You can also do 
this the old-fashioned way: Use an awl to mark the center 
of the hole and a drill or nail sized to match the screw.

A
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 design options

Design your box from the inside out.

Designing a box often happens 

from the inside out. If I know what 

will go inside the finished box, I start by  

laying out the specific contents and making 

adjustments until I find a workable arrange-

ment. For example, the arrangement of oil 

paints (photo  a  ) gives a good indication 

of the workable interior dimensions for an 

artist’s box. Add enough space around the 

objects to allow for the wood dividers and 

then take measurements of the required  

interior dimensions. As another example, the 

arrangement of carving tools (photo  b  ) 

helps determine the dimensions of a carver’s 

tool chest and determines the size of the  

tray inside. Simply lay the planned contents 

in a pleasing and effective arrangement, 

then use your tape measure to figure out 

how big your box needs to be.

Measure 
for a paint 
box Lay out the 
planned contents 
of the box and 
take actual mea-
surements. 

Design a 
carver’s 
chest Designs 
are more com-
plicated when 
you plan to store 
items that vary 
in size. A center 
divider in a sim-
ple tray is often 
the answer to 
this dilemma.

Making the various 

dividers or figuring 

out other ways to hold 

and organize the inside 

of a box can be both 

challenging and fun. To 

make a small tray divider 

to hold paint brushes 

and artist’s pencils for a 

painter’s chest, I made a 

series of shallow routed 

lines on the router table 

(photo  c  ). To make a 

small holder to fit a tray 

on my carver’s chest, I 

used the drill press to 

drill a series of holes in 

solid wood stock, then 

planed the wood down to 

remove most of the waste 

(photo  d  ).

A

B

Build a tray for 
brushes Organizing 

things is sometimes 
as simple as routing 

shallow grooves. In this 
tray, the grooves are 

sized to accommodate 
paint brushes.

C

Make a tool 
divider To make a 
tray divider for carving 
chisels, start by drill-
ing a series of holes in 
hardwood stock. Then 
plane the wood until 
much of the waste is 
removed and shallow 
tool holders remain.

D
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A Dovetail Box with 
a Wooden Hinge

y tradition, dove-

tails are associated with 

only the finest craftsman-

ship. For many, cutting dovetails 

by hand is a woodworker’s rite of 

passage. Putting such egotistic 

notions aside, there is, in fact, a 

great deal of satisfaction in the 

quiet work of using traditional tools 

and techniques to gradually master 

a skill. From a practical standpoint, 

dovetails are an effective way to 

hold the parts of a box together 

and their presence is a sure sign 

of the time and attention of careful 

hands. Even if your dovetails are 

less than perfect, they will serve 

as evidence of your growth as a 

craftsman. On the other hand, this 

same box can be made beautifully 

and effectively using any number 

of joinery techniques presented 

earlier in this book.

The oversize wooden hinges 

used in this box were inspired by 

the work of a British box maker, 

Peter Lloyd, whose rustic boxes are 

beautiful and engaging. They are 

fairly simple to make using a drill 

press, router table, and box-joint jig.

B
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Dovetails are a hallmark of fine work
The dovetailed box is assembled prior to adding either the lid or the 
base. Wooden hinges add a unique rustic charm to a simple design.

Base detail
Baltic birch reinforces mitered corners.
Routed lip fits interior dimensions of box.

1⁄8-in. bronze  
brazing rod

Miter key

Miter key slot

Panel rabbeted to  
fit groove in lid frame.

Panel fits flush  
with frame.floating panel

Dovetailed box with 
wooden hinges

41⁄2 in.

5⁄8 in.

10 in.

11⁄2 in.

8 in.

9 in.

11 in.
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   Quantity 	 Part	A ctual Size 	C onstruction Notes

	  2 	 Front and back 	 5⁄8 in. x 41⁄2 in. x 101⁄16 in.*	 Walnut

	  2 	 Sides	 5⁄8 in. x 41⁄2 in. x 81⁄16 in.* 	 Walnut

	  2 	 Base (front and back)	 3⁄4 in. x 15⁄8 in. x 11 in.	 Walnut

	 2	 Base (sides) 	 3⁄4 in. x 15⁄8 in. x 9 in.	 Walnut

	 1 	 Base panel 	 1⁄8 in. x 8 in. x 10 in.	 Baltic birch plywood

	 2 	 Lid (front and back) 	 5⁄8 in. x 13⁄8 in. x 105⁄8 in.	 Walnut

	 2	 Lid (sides) 	 5⁄8 in. x 13⁄8 in. x 89⁄16 in.	 Walnut

	 1	 Lid panel	 3⁄8 in. x 61⁄4 in. x 85⁄16 in.	 Contrasting hardwood

	 4	 Miter keys	 1⁄8 in. x 11⁄4 in. x 21⁄2  in.	 Walnut

	 4	 Hinge leaves	 3⁄8 in. x 11⁄2  in. x 41⁄2  in.	 Walnut

	 2	 Hinge pins	 1⁄8-in. bronze rod, 2 in. long	 Available at welding  
				    supply dealers

*Dimensions include 1/32-in. cleanup allowance at each end. 

materials

Cutting dovetails  
starts with tails
Once your stock is milled to thickness 

and cut to size, you’re ready to start cutting dove-
tails. I use very simple tools for cutting dovetails: a 
marking gauge, a sliding T-bevel, a machinist square, 
a Japanese dozuki saw, and a few chisels. My own 
dovetails are never perfect, but with a bit of cleanup 
and an occasional sliver of thin wood to fill unwanted 
gaps, they result in a handsome box.

1. Set the marking gauge about 1⁄32 in. wider than 
the thickness of the stock. Hold the marking gauge 
tight against the end of the stock, then pull it 
toward you to mark both sides of each end on all 
four box sides (photo  a  ).

2. In laying out the arrangement of the dovetails, 
there are both practical and aesthetic considerations. 
The space between the dovetails needs to be wide 
enough for your chisels to fit. Too tight a space leads 
to more work and a sloppy fit. On the other hand, 
a wide space between the pins is a look associated 
with dovetails cut by router jigs. On this box and 
many others I make, I laid out the dovetails with	
3⁄16 in. of space between them (when measured at 
the outside corners). This allows a 1⁄4-in. chisel to be 
used to finish the cut. Lay your dovetails out in an 
even pattern. I chose to do three dovetails per side, 
with a 1⁄4-in.-wide half pin at the top and bottom of 
each side. Measure the location for your dovetails 
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and then use a sliding T-bevel and pencil to mark 
the tails on one of the ends. I place the tails on the 
ends of the box and the pins on the front and back 
(photo  B  ).

3. Transfer your markings from the first marked 
end to the others. This is faster and less confusing 
than measuring the tail locations on each ends of 
both pieces (photo  c  ).

4. Use a square and a pencil or pen to mark the 
cut lines for each dovetail on the end of the stock 
(photo  d   on p. 142).

Scribe marking-gauge lines Begin 
laying out the tails by using a marking gauge to 
scribe lines on both sides of the end of each piece 
of stock. The marking gauge should be set to the 
thickness of the stock plus about 1⁄32 in. (to be 
sanded away after assembly).

Mark the shape 
of the tails Use 
a sliding T-bevel set at 
a 1-to-8 angle (approxi-
mately 8 degrees) to 
lay out the dovetails 
on the side stock.

Mark the rest of the parts Marking directly 
from one set of layout lines to the adjoining part speeds 
the layout process. It also helps to limit mistakes because 
it guarantees that all of the tails are uniform in size and 
location. Once you mark the end of the stock, use your 
sliding T-bevel to mark out the tails.

C

B

A
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5. Cut along the marked lines, stopping at the 
marking-gauge lines on the front and back of the 
stock. Begin by cutting with the saw angled in 
toward the marking-gauge line facing you. Then 
gradually change the angle of the saw until it is 	
level and the cut reaches the marking-gauge lines 	
on the back of the stock (photo  e  ).

6. Use a chisel to remove the waste from between 
the sawcuts. To keep the edges of the stock crisp, 
your first cuts should be made slightly shy of the 
marking-gauge line. When the bulk of the material 
has been removed from between the tails, place the 
chisel in the line and give it a few taps to finish the 
cut. Chisel in from each face of the board, meeting 
in the middle of the stock (photo  f  ).

Don’t let the lack of a bench vise 
deter you from cutting dovetails or 
attempting refined work. Instead of a 
vise, use two common wood-bodied 
handscrews to hold your work. Use 
one handscrew to hold the work-
piece. Use the other handscrew to 
secure the first handscrew to the 
edge of your workbench.

work
    smart

Mark the ends 
Use a square and 
pencil or pen to mark 
the ends of the stock 
prior to cutting. These 
marks will be useful 
for guiding the saw in 
a square cut.

Saw the tails Use a dozuki saw or backsaw to make 
the angled cuts on the tails. Watch both sides of the stock 
carefully and be sure that you don’t cut below the marking-
gauge lines.

Chisel the tails Use a narrow chisel to remove the 
waste from between the tails. Your first cuts should be 
made away from the marking-gauge line. To ensure that 
the last cuts are crisp and clean, set the edge of the chisel 
in the line created by the marking gauge.

D

E

F
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Mark and cut the pins
1. Marking the shape of the tails onto the mating 
pin boards is more accurate if you use a marking 
knife. Clamp a piece of wood along the marking-
gauge line to help hold the dovetailed stock in place 
(photo  a  ).

2. Cut along the lines to form the pins, stopping 
at the marking-gauge lines on the front and back 
(photo  b  ).

3. Use a scrollsaw or coping saw to remove the 
waste between the pins. This speeds your work 
without sacrificing the look of the hand-cut joints 
(photo  c  ).

4. Place your chisel in the marking-gauge line and 
chisel down toward the center of the stock. I angle 
the chisel slightly greater than 90 degrees, cutting in 
toward the stock. Once you’ve chiseled to the center 
of the stock, flip the board over and finish chiseling 
from the other side (photo  d  ).

Mark the pins The pins should be marked directly 
from the tails. To help with alignment, clamp a piece of 
scrapwood along the marking-gauge line on the inside of the 
dovetailed board. Use a knife to mark a crisp, accurate line.

A

Chisel the pins Use a wide chisel to finish removing 
the waste between the pins. The chisel fits neatly by feel 
into the marking-gauge line. Angle the chisel back toward 
the stock, making a slight undercut. Cut to half depth 
from one side, then flip the stock over to finish the cut.

D

Saw the pins Use a dozuki saw or backsaw to cut the 
lines marked out for the pins. Cut down to the marking- 
gauge line on both sides of the stock.

B

Remove the waste Here, a scrollsaw is used to cut 
away some of the waste from between the pins, but a 
bandsaw or coping saw will work also. Take care not to cut 
into the pins themselves.

C
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Assemble the box

Before assembling the box, dry-fit  

all the dovetails, making certain there aren’t any 
obstructions and that each corner comes together 	
in a good fit (photo  a  ). You’ll also want to sand 
all the inside surfaces of the box sides. Once you’re 
ready to assemble the box, be sure to have your 
clamps at hand before any glue is applied. To avoid 
leaving clamp marks on the sides of the box, have 
blocks of scrapwood ready to use as clamping pads. 
Spread a thin layer of glue on the surfaces of both 
the pins and the tails and then push the parts 
together. Use clamps to apply pressure and hold the 
parts together as the glue sets. As you can see in 
photo  b  , my box had a slight miscut in the dove-
tails, so I glued in a sliver of walnut to strengthen 
the joinery. Small repairs like this will be unnoticed 
in the finished box.

Sometimes dovetails require work 
that wasn’t planned. If dry-fitting 
the joint shows a gap, cut a piece of 
thin stock to fill the space. If the gap 
is slightly misshapen, run the saw 
down into the gap to make it more 
uniform and then cut a thin piece of 
wood to fill the space.

work
    smart

B

Check the fit  
A thorough dry- 
fitting allows you to 
pinpoint problems 
prior to assembly. If 
a joint won’t close 
up, careful exami-
nation will tell you 
where addition trim-
ming is required.

A

Assemble the box Before adding any glue, be 
sure your clamps and clamping pads are all at hand. 
Spread glue on the pins and between the tails. Wiggle 
the parts into position and then use clamps to pull the 
joints tight. Small repairs can be made now or later.

B
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A

Build a frame- 
and-panel base
The lid and base of this box are made 
using a frame-and-panel technique. The base parts 
are mitered and assembled around a Baltic birch 
panel that helps reinforce the mitered joints.

1. Use a miter gauge on the tablesaw to cut the 
frame of the base to length. Use stop blocks to	
control the lengths of the parts and change the	
position of the stop blocks to cut each matching 
pair (photo  a  ).

2. Cut 11⁄8-in.-deep grooves on the edge of each 
piece. Set the fence 7⁄16 in. from the blade and cut 
with the top face against the fence.

3. Cut a piece of 11⁄8-in.-thick Baltic birch plywood 
to fit between the grooves cut into the base frame. 
The plywood panel will not only act as the bottom 
of the box, but also help to reinforce the miter joints 
on the base frame.

4. Spread glue on the mitered surfaces and a bit 
extra into the grooves that house the bottom panel. 
To assemble the base, slide all the frame parts onto 
the bottom panel, then secure the corners with tape 
until the glue dries (photo  b  ).

Cut the base frame 
Use the miter gauge on 
your tablesaw to cut the 
parts of the base frame to 
size. Using a stop block to 
control the length of the 
cuts will insure that oppo-
site pieces are cut to exactly 
the same length.

Assemble the base Spread 
glue on the mitered surfaces of the 

base frame and then add just a bit of 
glue in each of the grooves. Slide the 

parts onto the bottom panel, then 
use tape or rubber bands to hold 
them in position as the glue sets.

B



	 146	 A  D oveta i l  B ox  w i th  a  Wo o den Hinge

Make the lid
The lid is similar in construction to 
the base, but because it uses solid wood as the panel 
material, a different method is required to secure 
the corners. I decided to use keyed miter joints at 
the corners of the lid frame, a technique used on 
many other boxes in this book. Rather than using a 
contrasting species of wood that would draw atten-
tion to the keys as a decorative element, I used wal-
nut keys to match the walnut frame.

1. Cut and miter the frame parts of the lid, then 
use a 1⁄4-in.-dado blade to groove the inside edges 
of each piece. This groove will house the hardwood 
panel set inside the frame. The saw should be set 
so that the blade height is 1⁄4-in. and the distance 
from the fence to the outside of the blade equals the 
thickness of the top panel.

2. Once the panel is cut to size, you’ll need to cut 
a tongue to fit inside the grooves on the lid frame. 
Set both the distance from the fence to the inside of 
the cut and the blade height. To make the cut, stand 

5. Route a 1⁄8-in.-deep rabbet around the perimeter 
of the base to adjust its size to fit within the interior 
of the box sides. This will allow the box to nest over 
the base and be easily glued in place after finishing 
(photo  c  ).

6. Use a chamfering bit in the router table to shape 
the edges of the base. After the base is sanded and 
finished, it will be ready to add to the finished box.

Rout a rabbet around the base Fit the bot-
tom to the underside of the box by routing a rabbet along 
each edge. It’s safer and easier to make this cut in incre-
ments rather than trying to hog it all out at once. Routing 
in steps also allows you to work your way to a precise fit.

Fit the top panel To begin shaping the tongue that 
fits in the grooves on the lid frame, stand the top panel on 
edge with the bottom side flush against the fence.

the panel on end against the fence. Avoid tearout 
by cutting the end grain first, then the side grain 
(photo  a  ).

C

A
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3. Adjust the blade height so that it equals the 
measurement from the face of the panel to the 
cut made in the last operation. Change the loca-
tion of the fence so that the distance from the 
outside of the cut to the fence is 1⁄4 in. Then fin-
ish rabbeting the panel (and forming the tongue) 
with the stock held flat on the saw. Again, cut the 
end grain first (photo  b  ).

4. Apply glue to the miter joints, then assemble 
the frame around the panel. Use clear packing tape 
to hold the corners in place. In this case, where 
you’re making a floating panel, it is best to avoid 
putting glue in the grooves used to house the 
panel. Gluing the panel in place would limit the 
freedom of the panel to expand and contract with 
seasonal changes in humidity (photo  c  ).

5. Use rubber bands to pull the corners tight and 
double-check to see that the frame is square by 
measuring corner to corner from both directions 
(photo  d  ).

Finish forming the tongue Make cuts into the 
top face of the top panel to finish forming a tongue that 
fits into the grooves on the lid frame. After cutting, check 
the actual fit of the tongue to see that it seats properly.

Assemble the lid 
Use tape to hold the 
corners together as you 
apply glue to the miters. 
Try to avoid getting any 
glue in the grooves. To 
assemble the lid, sim-
ply roll the glued parts 
around the top panel.

Check for square Use a tape measure to check to 
see that your assembly is square. Each diagonal measure-
ment should be the same. If not, hand pressure is all you 
need to make small adjustments.
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Install the hinges
Shopmade wooden hinges are a nice 
complement to the handcut dovetails on the sides 
of this box. Making your own wooden hinges is also 
a straightforward operation. For more on making 
wooden hinges, see “Shopmade Wooden Hinges”	
on pp. 150–151.

Installing wooden hinges is a fairly simple, but 
you’ll want to make sure you don’t add unneces-
sary stress on the hinge barrel. Because wooden 

6. Use a miter-key jig to hold the lid securely while 
the key slots are cut (photo  E  ).

7. Cut and insert miter keys in the key slots. After 
the glue has dried, sand the keys flush with the 
frame (photo  F  ).

8. As a final touch to the lid, use a chamfering bit 
in the router table to shape the edges.

hinges can be fragile when subjected to stress, 
they must be positioned precisely and squarely so 
that they can move freely throughout the normal 
range of motion. It helps to have a place where they 
nest squarely built into the design of the box. I cut 
mortises at the back of the lid to help position the 
hinges. These mortises also provide a bit of over-
hang at the back edge of the box.

Glue the 
keys in place 

Spread glue on 
all surfaces of the 
keys, then simply 

slide them into 
place. After the 

glue dries, sand 
the keys flush to 

the lid frame.

Cut the key 
slots Use a miter-
key jig to cut key slots 
in the four corners of 
the lid. The jig used 
here is the same 
one used on “The 
Simple Lift-Lid Box,” 
on pp. 16–17. For this 
operation, this quick 
jig provides better 
support than the one 
used for larger boxes.

F
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Finishing 
touches

1. Use a crosscut sled at the tablesaw to cut the 
recesses that will serve as mortises for the hinges. 
Begin by raising the blade to 1⁄4 in. (two-thirds the 
thickness of one leaf of the hinge) and clamp stop 
blocks in place on the sled to limit the range of cuts. 
To cut the first mortise, make a series of passes as 
you move the lid between the stop blocks.

2. After cutting the first mortise, flip the lid end 
for end so that the opposite face of the lid is against 
the sled’s fence. Cut the second mortise using the 
method in step 1 (photo  a  ).

3. Test the fit to see that the hinges nest tightly into 
the mortises on the lid, then secure them using poly-
urethane glue. Though polyurethane glue is strong 
and up to the task of affixing these hinges, it can also 
be messy, so use it sparingly. As the glue cures, it will 
seep out from the edges of the mortise. If the glue is 
still wet, you can clean it up with mineral spirits. Or 
you can simply wait until the glue hardens, then 
clean it up using a sharp chisel (photo  b  ).

4. Spread glue on the other half of the hinges and 
then clamp the hinges in place. Before clamping, I 
slide folded business cards between the lid and the 
box to provide a bit of clearance at the back of the 
box (photo  c  ).

All sanding should be done to the box 
prior to installing the hinges, but the Danish oil fin-
ish should come after the hinges are glued in place. 
Use construction adhesive like Leech F-26 or Liquid 
Nails to attach the lid to the base. Use masking tape 
to hold the base in position while the glue dries.

Fit the wooden hinges Mortise the lid to accept 
the hinge using a crosscut sled on the tablesaw and stop 
blocks to control the range of cuts. Setting the blade 
height at 1⁄4 in. provides for a 1⁄4-in. overhang at each edge 
of the finished box. To cut the second mortise, flip the 
stock end for end.

Attach the hinges Use polyurethane glue to 
attach the hinges to the lid. Watch out—too much glue 
can make a mess as it foams and expands when it cures. 
Allow the glue to set overnight before attaching the other 
leaf of the hinge to the body of the box.

Attach the lid After the glue holding the hinges to 
the lid has cured, use the same gluing process to attach 
the hinges to the box. Having the box open at the base 
provides access for fitting spring clamps in place.
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Although wooden hinges may not look right on 
every box design, they can be quite effective when 
you’re aiming for a more rustic look. But there are 
challenges in making wooden hinges—particularly 
in making wooden hinges that last. Wooden hinges 
—even large ones—are more fragile than metal 
ones. Also, as a wooden hinge passes through a 
range of motion any inaccuracies in the way it is 
machined can cause stresses that lead to failure. 
When that failure takes place on your highly crafted 
box, it can be most disappointing. For that reason, 
I prefer to think of my wooden-hinged boxes as 
recreational and experimental. If they last a few 
years to remind me of the fun I had making them, I 
consider them a success.

Making a wooden hinge requires careful setup 
of your tools. I use a drill press outfitted with a 
fence to position the holes drilled in the barrel of 
the hinge. I also use a broken-off and resharpened 
1⁄8-in. drill bit to drill the holes for the hinge pin. The 
reason I use a broken off bit is because longer bits 
often bend and wander as you drill. Shortening the 
drill bit lessens the amount of flex in the bit.

1. Set the fence on your drill press to drill through 

the center of your hinge stock. I use a dial caliper to 

check the measurements on both sides of a test hole. 

When you’re satisfied that the hole is centered in the 

test stock, use it as a guide to set the stop block that 

positions the hole from the end of the hinge stock. I 

simply lower the drill into the hole and slide the stop 

block in place (photo  a  ).

2. Drill in from one side to just past the midpoint in 

the depth of the stock, then flip the stock over with 

the opposite face against the fence and drill until you 

feel the drill enter the hole from the other side. Some 

amount of overlap in the depth from both sides is 

helpful in preventing the hinge pin from binding in 

the operation of the hinge (photo  b  ).

Shopmade wooden hinges

3. Use a roundover bit in the router table to shape 

the barrel of the hinge parts. To help direct the work-

piece across the bit safely, hold the stock tightly 

against a backing board (photo  c  ).

4. Use a box-joint jig on the tablesaw to cut simple 

box joints in each piece (photo  d  ). For more 

details on the jig and cutting box joints, refer to  

pp. 42–43.

Set the stop block After setting the fence to 
drill the center of the hinge stock, use your test piece  
to position the stop block. The drill should fit an equal 
distance from each side and the end.

A

Cut the knuckles Use a box-joint jig to cut the 
interlocking fingers on the leaves of the hinge. I use a 
1⁄4-in. dado blade and a 1⁄4-in. drill bit as a guide pin.

D



A D oveta i l  B ox  w i th  a  Wo o den Hinge 151

5. Fit the fingers of both hinge leaves into each 

other and then tap 1⁄8-in. bronze or brass welding rod 

into place as your hinge pin.

6. Once the hinge pin is installed you can cut the 

hinge leaves to whatever shape pleases you. I chose an 

angular look consistent with the shape of the dovetails 

and mitered corners used in this box (photo  e  ).

7. I give additional interest and shape to my hinges 

by using the stationary belt sander. Thin the leaves 

toward the end to give the hinge a more delicate 

look (photo  f  ).

Drill for the hinge pins With the drill press 
set to drill to just over half the depth of the stock, drill 
in from one edge, then turn the stock over to drill from 
the opposite side.

B

Shape the barrel Use a 3⁄16-in. roundover bit 
in the router table to shape the barrels of the hinges. 
Using a guide board holds the hinge leaves square to 
the fence when the edge no longer contacts the guide 
bearing on the router bit.

C

Cut the hinges to shape Use a scrollsaw to cut 
the hinges to shape. The scrollsaw cuts don’t need to be 
perfect because you’ll clean up the edges by sanding.

E

Taper and smooth the hinges Use the belt 
sander to shape the hinges. The hinges are tapered 
toward the ends and a slight bevel softens the edges. 

F
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A Classic Design To install the brass hinges, 

I used a technique borrowed from the chapter on 

making a jewelry box with a sliding tray. For more on 

this process, see the box on p. 118. Because the lid 

is wider than the base in this box, I used two story 

sticks, one for the lid and one for the base. I set the 

fence on the router table a greater distance from 

the cutter to create a blind mortise in the lid. I also 

moved the fence in toward the cutter to cut the mor-

tises for the base of the box so that the barrel of the 

hinge would protrude and provide clearance for the 

box to open.

1. Use a story stick to position the stop blocks on the 

router table. The story stick must be the exact length 

of the part of the box being mortised (photo  a  ).

2. Predrill the holes for mounting the hinges and 

lubricate the screws to keep them from shearing off 

in the wood.

3. Add a lid support to control the movement of  

the lid. This type of support works well with the 

standard brass butt hinges used in making this box 

(photo  b  ).

design options

This simple dovetailed box presents numerous options for altering the design.  
By replacing the wooden hinges with more conventional hardware, the design becomes  

classic and formal. By replacing the panel top with a single wide piece of spalted maple with  
a natural edge and a small protrusion forming a finger pull, the box fitted with sculpted  

hinges becomes an even wilder investigation in the world of rustic work.

Set up for brass 
hinges Use story sticks 
(as described on p. 133) to 
set up the router table and 
stop blocks to rout mortises 
for the hinges. This box 
requires a total of four stop-
block setups to accommodate 
the overlapping lid.

Add the lid 
support 
Another advantage 
of making a box 
with a remov-
able base is that 
it provides access 
for installing lid 
supports. Installing 
hardware like this 
without being able 
to see its exact 
placement requires 
extensive trial and 
error.

A
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A Rustic Box with a Panel Lid To make 

an even more rustic box, cut a solid panel to size and 

use it for the lid of the box. Then shape the leaves of 

the hinges in an even more sculptural pattern.

1. Cut hinge mortises at the back of the solid wood 

lid using the tablesaw cutoff sled and the blade raised 

to 3⁄8 in. Use stop blocks to control the range of the 

cuts as you move the workpiece between stops. After 

cutting the first mortise, flip the lid so that its oppo-

site face is against the sled and cut a mortise on the 

other side of the lid (photo  c  ).

2. Design your hinges with a pen or pencil. Designs 

evolve through time and study of past work. For the 

box shown here I used a box crafted earlier as inspi-

ration for designing new hinges. Cut the hinges to 

shape using a scrollsaw and then sand them to more 

delicate proportions using a stationary belt sander 

(photo  d  ).

Prepare lid for hinge installation Use 
the tablesaw to cut hinge mortises in the back of the 
lid. The space between stop blocks allows you to cut 
mortises by making a series of cuts with a single blade.

Design the hinges Design your 
hinges by placing them on your box and 
sketching in pen or pencil. I used hinges 
from an earlier box for inspiration. Use your 
imagination and engage in play. Using a 
pencil will allow you to erase designs until 
you come up with one you like.
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